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Nature upon the happiness and advancement of man, particularly to create an artificial environment which shall serve the individual as well as the race, and tend to perpetuate noble types rather than those which are base."8
Faith in man's dignity and in his natural rights was a heritage of the Enlightenment. It was also a heritage of actual experience on American soil. The philosophes had emphasized man's power through reason to tear down dungeons and build mansions. The conquest of the American physical environment by individuals, families, and groups seemed in the minds of American men and women to be living evidence of human ability to do this very thing. The old American society of relatively equal opportunity was changing, but belief in the individual continued. In the words of the Populist spokesman, General Weaver, monopolies and corporate wealth might control "the articles which the plain people consume in their daily life" and cut off their accumulations, thus depriving them of "the staff upon which they fain would lean in their old age." But the people could "rise up and overturn the despoilers though they shake the earth by the displacement/*9
The most commonly held theories of protest and reform accepted as a part of man's natural rights the main body of existing laws relative to the ownership, transmission, and distribution of property. These theories assumed that if no unfair or objectionable practices intervened, under these laws individuals would attain a state of well-being representing a high degree of social justice. Thus the individualism on which conservatives largely based their defense of the economic and social status quo served equally well the protestants against monopolies and corporate wealth. Populists and their intellectual heirs, the Progressives and the Wilsonian Democrats, alike assumed that the dissolution or public control of monopolies would restore the individual's opportunity to compete fairly for a decent living. Property rights of the individual were not under attack; the only thing under attack was the alleged unfair behavior of corporations that had hounded the little man and kept him from acquiring the livelihood and property to which he was entitled by natural right. The doctrine of protest was, in brief, essentially middle class in character.
Reformers believed that the desired social order of equal opportunity
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